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Diplomatic signals over the past few years indicate that relations between Cuba and Mexico are
under severe strain. The changes began during the administration of Mexico's former President
Carlos Salinas de Gortari (1988-1994), and differences are showing up between President-elect
Vicente Fox Quesada and Cuban President Fidel Castro.
While some analyses of the recent Mexican election said Castro lost an ally when Mexico's
governing Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI) candidate Francisco Labastida lost to Fox
and his Partido Accion Nacional (PAN) in the July 2 election (see SourceMex, 2000-07-05) bilateral
relations had been deteriorating for several years under the last two PRI presidents.
The strains became apparent as early as 1993 when Salinas met with Miami anti-Castro leaders
Jorge Mas Canosa and Carlos Alberto Montaner. Castro registered his disapproval by not attending
the celebration of Mexican independence day at the Mexican Embassy in Havana. But after Salinas
left office in disgrace, Castro allowed him make regular visits to Cuba, which was generally taken as
a snub to his successor Zedillo.
In 1998, Castro criticized Mexico's participation in the North American Free Trade Agreement
(NAFTA), which seemed to contradict Mexico's tradition of resistance to US hegemony. Castro said
US influence was so strong in Mexico that Mexican children were more familiar with Mickey Mouse
than with their national heroes. The comment caused a mini crisis forcing Castro to offer humble
apologies.
In August 1999, Mexico blocked Cuban entry into the San Jose Pact, a program to sell Mexican and
Venezuelan oil to Central American and Caribbean nations under preferential terms. Mexico said it
did not want Cuba included for "financial reasons" (see NotiCen, 1999-10-07).
During the Ibero-American Summit in Havana in November 1999, Zedillo called for democratic
elections and freedom of expression for Cuban dissidents. The Mexican delegation forced changes
in the final declaration to excise radical views of the Castro regime on globalization (see NotiCen,
1999-12-02).
When Mexican opposition legislators visited with Cuban dissidents in 1999, the Castro regime called
the meetings "an unfriendly gesture." Mexican Foreign Relations Secretary Rosario Green met with
prominent Cuban dissident Elizardo Sanchez and said it was no different than Castro meeting with
opponents of Zedillo's PRI. Again, during the Group of 77 summit held in Havana in April (see
CubaSource, 2000-05-10), Green pointedly supported the dissident cause by praising the value of
free elections and freedom of expression.
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Green's behavior miffed Cuban authorities who reminded Zedillo that Cuba had never supported
guerrilla movements in Mexico as it had in other countries. Also in April 1999, Mexico abstained
instead of voting against the US-backed resolution to condemn Cuba before the UN Human Rights
Commission (see CubaSource, 2000-05-10). The Mexico City daily Excelsior reported in May of this
year that Mexican diplomatic sources said privately that Mexico's unconditional support for Cuba
"is a thing of the past."
In March, Mexican authorities took notice of the absence of representatives from the Partido
Comunista de Cuba (PCC) at a ceremony in Havana honoring the birthday of the 19th century
Mexican President Benito Juarez (1855-1872). A PCC source said a conflict of scheduling had kept
members of the party from attending, and cautioned against reading anything else into the matter.
But the explanation was not credible. Excelsior quoted a source within the Mexican embassy in
Havana as saying, "Bilateral ties are in a latent state."
Though there was no loss of cordiality between the two nations, the source said, but future ties
would depend on who won the July 2 election in Mexico. But the source did not explain what
difference the election would make. Would the next PRI president close the gap in relations opened
by the previous ones, or would Fox reverse the trend? Soon after the election, Cuban Ambassador
in Mexico Mario Rodriguez Martinez said the incoming Fox administration would guarantee the
continuation of close ties between the two nations and that relations might even improve.

Signals from Fox on Cuba are mixed
The Cuban Foreign Relations Ministry responded to Fox's election victory with a message promising
continued good relations. Castro sent cigars but did not make a personal telephone call to Fox. The
lapse led to speculation that the Salinas-Zedillo shift away from Mexico's unique relationship with
Cuba would continue under Fox.
While in the US for a meeting of the National Endowment for Democracy, Carlos Salazar, PAN's
director of international relations said the Fox administration would encourage democracy in Latin
America, "and evidently Cuba is not a democracy." Salazar said that while Fox would maintain
Mexico's opposition to the US embargo against Cuba, it would reorient Mexico's foreign policy to
promote democracy, human rights, and free trade in Latin America.
But later in July, Fox signaled his commitment to good relations with the island by attending a
celebration at the Cuban Embassy to observe the Cuban revolution's 47th anniversary. A source
close to Fox told Agence France-Presse that the new administration would work for more democracy
in Cuba but from their "historic friendship, not from unnecessary stridency."
The source said Salazar's remarks were "a product of his inexperience." Castro, Fox have differing
views on US hegemony While Mexico has been cementing stronger economic ties with the US,
Castro has been warning against US economic dominance, neoliberal capitalism, and the unelected
bureaucracies of globalism such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the Word Bank, and the
World Trade Organization (WTO). Castro said recently that it was evident that the Republican Party
platform contained the idea of "economic annexation and political subordination" of Mexico.
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Adolfo Aguilar Zinser, a coordinator of international affairs on Fox's transition team, dismissed
Castro's statement. "The era of annexations ended long ago," he said, and it was impossible to
return to those times.

Economic ties have strengthened in recent years
Despite uncertainty about the future of bilateral relations, in April, Cuba and Mexico signed an
agreement to set up a mixed commission to consider cooperation in the areas of fishing, agriculture,
energy, science and technology, health and social security, communications and transportation, and
environment.
The agreement underscores the greatly increased economic ties in trade and tourism since the start
of the Cuban economic opening in the early 1990s. At present, Mexico sends the largest number of
tourists to Cuba, and bilateral trade has increased from a yearly average of US$60.8 million in the
1980s to around US$300 million per year since 1995. [Sources: Excelsior (Mexico) 05/08/00; Reuters,
07/12/00; Notimex, 04/12/00, 07/24/00; El Nuevo Herald (Miami), 07/04/00, 07/24/00; Agence FrancePresse, 07/23/00, 08/09/00; Spanish News Service EFE, 08/17/00; Europa Press (London), 08/23/00]
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